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The Committee on Judiciary met at 12:00 p.m. on Tuesday,
Ma) 10, 2005, in Room 1113 of the State Capitol, Lincoln,
Nebraska, for the pur pose of conducting a confirmation
hearing and public hearing on LR 76. Senators present:
Patrick Bourn e, C hai rperson; D wite Pede rsen, Vice
Chairperson; Ray Aguilar; Ernie Chambers; Jeanne Combs; Mike
Flood; Mike Foley; and Mike Friend. Senators absent: None.

CONFIRMATION HEARING ON
ROBERT HOUSTON TO THE

CORRECTIONAL SERVICES
DEPARTMENT OF

SENATOR BOURNE: Given that this is a noon con firmation
hearing and one resolution, ...(interruption) . On that note,
we' ll get started. We ' re going to hear two measures over
the noon hour. We' re going to hear the confirmation hearing
of Robert Houston, Director of Department of C orrectional
Services and LR 76 i ntroduced by S enator Landis. The
members of the committee to my left are Senator Flood from
Norfolk; Senator Friend from Omaha. The committee clerk is
Laurie Vollertsen. The legal counsel is Jeff Beaty. To m y
right is Mike Foley from Lincoln; Senator Combs from
Milligan; and Senator Pedersen from Elkhorn. Wi th that, I
t h in k we ' l l beg i n wi t h t h e co n f i r m a t i o n o f Ro b er t H o u s t o n .
Mr. Houston, if you'd like to step forward. As with all of
our confirmation hearings, we will take both proponent and
opponent testimony and we' ll also hear neutral testimony if
there is a ny. Could I have a showing of hands of those
folks here to testify in support? Thos e in opp osition?
Those neutral? Se eing none, Mr. Houston, if you'd like to
give an opening, tell the committee about yourself.

ROBERT HOUSTON: (Ex h i b i t 1 ) Wel l , go od af t e r no o n . My n ame
is Pobert Houston and I was ju st recently appointed by
Governor Heineman to the Director of Co rrections position
with the State of Nebraska. And I believe you probably have
my resume so I won 't go through it entirely but just to
h igh l i g h t ' t . I started a little over 30 years ago with the
Nebraska Department of Corrections, having worked part-time
with the Douglas County Department of Corrections my last
year of college and worked with the s tate for 2 9 years
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starting as a coun selor. And I left the department two
years ago a t th e level of assistant director. I'd been a
warden for 11 years previous to that and deputy warden of
the state penitentiary previous to that in other positions.
Went to Douglas County for two years as the d irector of
corrections and then came back to this appointment. So
t hat's a little bit about the background. Wh at I think I
bring to the department is a lot o f e xperience in
corrections in various institutions both at the county level
and at the state level. Part of the things that I' ve been
able to do over the years is try to resolve conflict and I
know there's been some conflicts the Department of
Corrections has been involved with and part of it is the
nature of the business and part of it is things that we can
do something about. And so my job is going to be to resolve
conflict, move the department forward, build upon the good
basis I th ink that Harold Clarke and the staff have
established and to further our reentry program, to further
our efficiencies so that we can move inmates through the
system while protecting the public, that we use community
resources, that we move people towa rds community
corrections, and that we have good decision-making there to
make certain we' re protecting the public but at th e s ame
time minimizing the cost to the state, to the taxpayers in
d oing su ch .

SENATOR BOURNE: Tha nk you .
Mr. Houston? Senator Foley.

SENATOR FOLEY: Thank you. Thank you, Mr. Houston, for your
service, your willingness to serve the state of Nebraska as
department chairman. There's a m emo prepared by th e
ombudsman's office that was sent to the Judiciary Committee
and I think you were copied in on the memo. A n d th e m emo
makes the point that the ombudsman's office asks many
agencies of state government for information and, as a rule,
our experience over the years in obtaining information from
state agencies has been quite positive. The only agency
where th's has been an exception has been the Department of
Corrections. And I wonder i f y o u co uld speak to that
allegation that the department has not been r esponsive to

Are there questions for

the ombudsman's office.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay . We l l , my r e l a t i on sh i p wi t h t he
ombudsman's office has been good both when I was at Douglas
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County because there was a couple of issues up there that we
were able to resolve and also previous to that. I know that
there's been times where we' ve had differences of opinion
about particular things but the relationship has been good.
I do know t hat there's oeen times w here th ere's been
requests that the ombudsman's office felt weren't being
honored, either with documents and what I can say to that is
that I work with an open style. I try to engage people, try
to resolve conf' ict, and should we run into problems in
obtai n i n g d o cuments or coo p e ra t i o n a n d s o f or t h , I ' l l wo r k
to the best of my ability to make certain tnat these things
a re no t r ep e a t e d .

SENATOR FOLEY: I appreciate that because when I first came
to the Legislature about five years ago, perhaps I should
have anticipated this but I didn' t. I was surprised at the
number of inmates that were contacting my office and asking
for some assistance on various matters ana typically we turn
those inquiries over to the ombudsman's office. And I have
noticed that the ombudsman does seem to have difficulties in
this area, getting information from the department. Yet
when I turn over other matters to the ombudsman's office it
seems li.';e we get our answers very quickly and situations
are resolved. So if you can work better with that o ffice
and be more r sponsive that would be very helpful to us.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yeah, I' ll be pleased to do that. Yes.

SENATOR FOLEY: Tha n k y o u.

SENATOR BOURNE: Thank you. Senator Combs.

SENATOR COMBS: Mr. Houston, then I take that as a personal
commitment from you to see that this does not c ontinue.
That's what I would l ike to have you maybe expound on a
little bit. I would lik .. to get a personal commitment. I
mean, it's okay to say that we' re going to do this the best
we can and handle it but when you' re personally committed
then you take it beyond that and you don't take an easy no
for an answer when they come and ask for what they need. So
where do you stand on taking it that next step a s f ar as
being personally committed to see that it's carried through?

ROBERT HOUSTON: I ' l l per son al l y comm it my s e l f t o do t h at ,
to work to the best of my ability.
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SENATOR COMBS: Okay.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Bo th to avoid conflict where possible and
to resolve conflict where it appears. Okay.

SENATOR COMBS: Tha n k yo u .

SENATOR BOURNE: Further questions? Senator Pedersen.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Thank you, Senator Bourne. I' ve got
several issues that I wo uld like to s peak to a bout,
Mr. Houston, and you and I have spoke before. And but
there's some things I think we need to get on the record.
The committee is quite aware of what my involvement has been
with the Department of Corrections in the 13 years that I' ve
been with the Legislature. And, you know, for the r ecord,
you know, and everybody is quite aware that when you were
f i r s t a p p o i n t e d I s ai d , I was n o t go i n g t o su p por t y ou and
you' re aware of that yourself. And how long have you worked
for the department?

ROBERT HOUSTON: I' ve worked for the department twenty-eight
and a h a l f ye a r s .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: And you started out as a..

ROBERT HOUSTON: Counselor.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: . . . an d y o u e n ded u p t he ?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Assistant director.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Assi stant director. So you have
worked for the department except for the last two years?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes .

SENATOR Dw. PE D ERSEN: When you were with the
Omaha...Douglas County Department of Corrections which you,
for the record, I know you did an excellent job t here,
wonderful job. But I' ve always called it the good old boy
club out at corrections. And, basically, to s tart that,
when I first came into the Legislature I wanted to see if I
could be of some help in this area. And I did what I could
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and without trying to ruffle any feather and then the first
time I had a meeting with the Department of Corrections was
in the interim after my first year and from that point on,
I' ve been, felt like I' ve been in an adversarial role that
I ' ve been doing with the Department of C orrections. And
there's a lot of good p eople out there but from the very
top, from the director of the department on down i t wo uld
seem like it was s upported, everything that was done out
there was supported from him on down. And that's what ended
up with...this is going to end up such a thing that there' s
so many people that have worked in this same group. Now can
you come in and take that position and not show favoritism
to them same people that you have worked with all them
years? That is a rea l c oncern of m ine because the
department has worked, as I have seen it, as one close group
k ni t p e o p l e a n d t h a t g r oup kn i t ha s been v er y a r r og a n t
towards the...not just me bu t th e whole Legislature and
treated as like we were some kind of an annoyance every time
w e would send them a letter or ask any questions. A n d I 'd
like you to just say a little bit about how you would look
at that as far a s t h e Le gislature and, obviously, the
ombudsman's office has been alr eady mentioned. The
ombudsman is, as you know, a division of the L egislature.
It's not under administration. It 's no t under...and I
apolog iz e f o r w h a t d i d h ap p e n a t t he be gi n ni n g o f y o ur
appointment because that was a mess-up that happened, that
y ou had nothing to do with in t h e ad ministration and I
apologize for th at part. Maybe we' ll see some changes in
that administration later on down the road someday. But i f
you could respond a li ttle bit to how you are going to
handle that whole perception of arrogance that the
department has had and us being an annoyance to them.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay . Well, first of all, I think the
first thing I need to look at as the director of corrections
is to look at our internal processes because there's a lot
of things that happen inside the department that never come
to the attention of the Legislature or y our office or the
ombudsman's office, things that inmates present or staff
present. And we' ve worked towards resolving those i ssues.
And so we need to have good solid processes to resolve those
issues. Al ong with those issues would be issues that then,
of course, in addition to that come to your attention, that
of the ombudsman's office. And what I have personally
committed myself to do is to work as cooperatively as I
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possibly can to rethink things, to remeasure things. Part
of what may be interpreted as arrogance is is that we know
when we make decisions about things that we' re making
decisions that co ver 4,180 inmates and over 700 people we
have on parole. And so the department by its very nature is
very conservative. But sometimes with that conservatism and
not wanting to make a decision that extends things beyond
where it's intended to be extended, we certainly take on the
look of arrogance. And so what I want to make certain we do
is is that we think beyond the boundaries we' re at now and
that we make certain we give due consideration and that when
we have to maintain a position or if we ta k e a pos ture
somewhat different that we be very explanatory and at the
same time open to more information.

S ENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: The attitude goes a lit tle bi t
f ur t he r t h an j u st t he Leg i s l a t u r e a n d i n m y o w n f ee l i ng ,
some of this is from my own perception. And, again, for the
record, you know, not all the inmates that write to me have
a legitimate claim to what they' re writing about. My office
communicates with over a thousand inmates and it's over
a thousand. Then in that respect, it also communicates with
over a hundred employees. And the word that's always been
given to me that all I communicated to was with disgruntled
e mployees and d i s g r u n t l e d i nm a t es. An d wou l d y ou b el i ev e
that you would have that many d isgruntled inmates and
employees in that department?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, the people would have..

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: A thousand out of 4,500 inmates and
a hundred out of how many employees you have that would have
that many disgruntled employees and that many disgruntled
inmates at one time?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, I guess I concentrate on the numbers,
obviously, because, you know, I me an, to have a lot of
complaints is no t a good thing but also what the basis of
those complaints are. And, you know, there's issues that
arise. I mean, it's a very difficult business that we' re in
and a lot of decisions are made that sometimes are not well
accepted. But I think the most important thing is is t hat
we be o pen to make certain that we' re efficient in how we
respond, that we 'ze courteous, and that we give
consideration to the individual issues and not think only in
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what does this mean, you know, to another inmate? That we
should look very specifically at things and be very
c ourteous i n o ur r e sp o n s e .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: I' ve got several more questions but
maybe you'd take care of a few of them if you would
just...if I put it together and ask you, what are some of
your current concerns or problems that need to be taken care
o f , f i r st o f a l l , i n t he D e p a r t ment o f C o r re c t i o n s , a s yo u
see it as the director?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay. One of the things that I think is my
job is to be a g ood servant of the p ublic and t o be
efficient in o perations, to m ake c ertain that as I make
decisions or process decisions that I keep in mind that, you
know, saving money and make certain that when we e xpend
money it's well thought out as to how we expend it. The
second thing is is that we need to be efficient and t hat
comes with the c ost s avings, be efficient at what we do.
We' ve recently been able to improve some efficiencies when
it comes to our classification processes so that we now have
formed a w a iting list f or p eople getting into community
corrections. I think that is a big area of emphasis. We
realize that we re ceived the b enefit of t h e Te cumseh
facility to provide the maximum security services we need in
the state. We also know that that was very expensive and
we' re determined to do ev erything we can to utilize our
classification system, to change our classification system
as we' re doing now in line with the best practices and
evidence base and move people into positions where we c an
move them into community corrections and also that we can
position them at the lower custody levels so that th ey
become better candidates for the Parole Board to parole.
The reentry effort that we' re doing is a very important part
of our operations and so we' re working to reclassify all
4,180 inmates by July 1. That's an important effort. We' re
also developing an instrument that gives a risk assessment
as far as public risk so t hat w e c an st art taking the
candidates in l ine w ith the grant stipulations and moving
them into our reentry programs both at the Omaha
Correctional Center and then into our community center and
out onto parole. So those are two major efforts that we' re
a ft e r .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: The new classification system, I' ve
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tried to read some of it because of personal things in the
family and stuff, I haven't got it all read yet. What is
t he u l t i m a t e g o a l o f t h at ? I mea n, h a v e o n e o r t wo goa l s .
One is to g e t m ore people out of prison and one would be
maybe to help keep them in there.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, the new classification just gives us
a little better categories for reclassifying inmates. It' s
based on research rather than on past experience. It should
give us a more solid basis upon which to make classification
decisions. It also allows us to satisfy the stipulations
specified in our grant for the reentry program. As we went
through and as I communicated to your office, as w e go
through, inmates are being reclassified but nobody...if the
classification instrument indicates that a pe rson should
move up in custody level, they' ll stay at the same level if
they' ve been responsible at that level. But what it does is
position us better. We think that it's going to give us
better candidates at lower custody levels.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Because there's a possibility down
the line where we mi ght be chan ging som e of the
classification also of the whole institution like Omaha's
minimum custody , m in i mum and medium, i sn ' t i t b ot h . . .

ROBERT HOUSTON: It's medium-minimum, yes.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Medium-minimum, yeah, Omaha.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Right, yes.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: And then we might be able to use one
of the maximum security facilities...if you bring a maximum
secur i t y f ac i l i t y d o w n t o a mi n i mum-medium, d oes t hat no t
s ave money t o o ?

ROBERT HOUSTON: It does. The physical plant as much as the
custody level of th e inmates kind of dictates what the
expenditure of resources are going to be. In other words,
we have fixed posts on the yard and the towers and so forth.
But if w e can drop th e classification at s ome of the
institutions there should be som e at tendant savings in
r esourc e s .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: It you had a minimum security prison,
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you don't need as many guards. And I'm still out with the
classification. I have n't read it so I don't want to get
too deep into that. Is there any policies in the department
that you think need to be overhauled or looked at?

ROBERT HOUSTON: On e of the things we' re looking now i n
relationship to community (inaudible) is that we' re looking
at the policies that we have, for example, on smoking at the
community centers. We' ve been . . . (i n a u d i b l e) t he
superintendents are looking at the n umber of violations
we' ve had over the past few years in that area. When I left
two years ago we were having quite a few violations. Since
I ' ve co m e ba c k I f i nd w e ' r e h a v i n g j u s t as m any v i ol a t i o n s
and so we' re looking at that. We' re doing everything we can
to look at processes a bit more efficiently, moves people
down the custody level, and then looking at processes that
can keep them in the community with the idea that it's a
protection of the public. T he farther we have to go into
our inmate population to get good candidates to move out to
the community the greater we think the public risk may be.
A nd so we want to minimize that by making certain that we
have policies in p lace that, again, move people down and
keep t hem t h e r e s o .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Director Clarke, do you...Clarke, I'm
sorry. Director Houston. So used to talking to Dir ector
Clarke for many ye ars. Director Houston, do you support
programs that would help people come back on the s treet?
For instance, people who have been in the control units, the
hole as inmates call it, for long periods of time, doing
different things with them before we release them even if
they reach their mandatory release date?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes . O ne of the things that we developed
at Douglas County, we didn't have at Douglas County, we did
not have administrative confinement. And so we had a high
assault rate on our staff and on the inmates. We were able
to decrease that dramatically by developing administrative
confinement. When we de veloped that we d eveloped an
attendant program called administrative segregation. You
could call it something else but that's what we happened to
call it at Douglas County. And basically what that was is a
st.ep down from administrative confinement. W e d on't have
that with the state Department of Corrections. And I t hink
in looking over 677 I think that we can get to that interest
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by putting back together, the committee we had to study
administrative confinement and have them look at several
things. The first thing I would have them look at is j u st
what I me ntioned and t hat is the step down housing unit
where we could then have congregate observation as to how
the inmates react with each other, how they live with each
o ther . Th e s ec on d t h i n g t h at t hat wi l l d o i s t h at by hav i ng
the inmates in a congregate situation not only can we judge
their behavior but we could deliver resources to them in a
more economic fashion. Right now the challenges when you
have somebody on administrative confinement are intensive
management. You have to deal with them one on one. If we
get them into a step-down process and we can deal with them
five or s.x on one, that makes it much more efficient and
much more justifiable to expend resources that way. The
third aspect that I would challenge the team to do is to
look at the types of considerations that go into stepping a
person off administrative confinement. W e have people on
that status that have been extremely violent, that have
severely assaulted staff and other inmates, have taken life,
and there are some people that just have to remain on that
status for the benefit of the public but for the functioning
of the institution. And so looking at those decisions,
having step-down procedures would make it, I think would put
us in a better position to make decisions...would put us in
a better position to make decisions about stepping those
individuals down. The other thing is an i nstrument we' re
developing in response to PRIA and that's the Prison Rate
bill and we' re developing a risk instrument on th a t. So
those are some things that we' re doing to look at
administrative confinement.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: It's not uncommon right now, is it,
in the way things have been at least up till your realm,
that somebody could be released from the control unit, have
to come to the gate in chains and shackles and handcuffs.
And we take them chains and things off and give them some
street clothes and we say good-bye to them. They come out
of t.here straight from the hole, is that true?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes, that has happened and I can't say that
that wouldn't happen in the future but, hopefully, if we are
able to develop step-down processes. We ' ve developed an
incentive program that gives them some incentives for good
behavior and if we can then h ave a step-down process,
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possibly we could take some of those people that have been
that way, step them down into that congregate living and
with the hope of getting them back into general population.

S ENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: That's very encouraging. I w ant t o
talk a l ittle bit about work release. W e have two work
release centers. We have CCO and CCL where we have w o rk
release and work detail people in them facilities. Are you
i n support of more areas like...more of that type o f
correctional facility?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes, I am. But also I think that we can
have a process also beyond that, you know, maybe a less
secure facility than we even have there but, yes, as far as
expanding community corrections I think that's the basis of
your question. And, yes, I am.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Let' s go to that one. I like that
idea you just mentioned. When I first c ame i nto t he
Legislature we had such a thing and I can't remember what it
was called. Community furlough, is that right, is that what
it was called?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Um-hum, extended leave.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: And that's basically where the inmate
does their time at h ome, house arrest, which you' re very
familiar with in Douglas County because you set u p a
wonderful program in that area. C an you foresee us doing
that type of thing in the state?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Whenever I' ve introduced that b i ll
the Department of Co rrections has c ome ou t against it
because they said it couldn't be done constitutionally. If
you' re for it, do you think we could get it changed maybe?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, you know, I'd certainly look at it,
y ou be t .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Okay, it's been a real a rgument in
that area. I have a couple other concerns. On e is the
o ver t i m e .
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ROBERT HOUSTON: U m -hum.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Tecumseh had over, I think, right at
a million and a half dollars last year in overtime. Have
you got any ideas of w hat you want to do with what it' s
costing us in overtime?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes. I' ve gone into three s ituations as
a...two situations as a prison warden and one situation as
the director of Douglas County where we had high overtime.
And I gu ess the interest I' ve taken there is twofold. One
is is that it costs money, obviously, for overtime. A
certa i n am o un t o f , a sma l l am o un t o f ov er t i m e i s go o d i n
that it saves taxpayer d ollars because you do n't h ave to
hire as many staff but the down side of high overtime is is
that it's very wearing on staff. They can't live a no rmal
life. The y can't have part-time jobs. They don't want to
work any beyond that. It's unpredictable. They can't make
arrangements for childcare. It's extremely taxing on staff.
And so when I went to the youth facility, when I went to the
Lincoln Correctional Center and then more recently when I
went to Douglas County with high amounts o f overtime, we
brought those down. And there's two things that have to be
done. Tomorrow morning I'm going down and spend the entire
day at T ecumseh and in the afternoon we' re going to spend
two hours going over the staffing analysis. Th e reason w e
go over the staffing analysis is to look at what are the
number of posts you have and do you have to have each one of
those posts and how many staff do you have for that sh ift?
And to t hink i n te rms o f be ing efficient in hiring and
replacing staff as we have t urnover but then also
challenging each post that we h ave to make certain it' s
something that's required for the safe operation on th at
facility. And so I 'm e xtremely concerned about high
overtime, not only Tecumseh but a t a ny ot her facility
becau=e of the effects that it has. It affects efficiency,
it affects staff morale and it has effects even beyond those
t h i ng s t h a t be c ome ob v i o u s .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Surely, if you' ve got a staff that' s
very tired and worn out and their morale is low, they aren' t
going to t reat the i nmates very well either so it's got
a lot of effect on the inmates.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Ab so l u t e l y , ab so l ut e l y . . .
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SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: I can see that my own house, working
two jobs and not getting any sleep (inaudible) ...

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yeah, I mean, you know, sure they make more
m oney but for what good? I mean , if y ou ca n't have a
predictable day it really doesn't do you much good.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: It 's not my last question but it' s
going to be my last question for now. And I' ve got to read
my notes. I ' ve been writing here for (laugh) since I got
back yesterday. It's a lready been mentioned about the
ombudsman's office, the cooperation that the Legislature
demands for the ombudsman's office because they' re our arm.
But I think it would be remiss if I didn't mention also the
respect that I would want the d epartment to give other
branches of government, i.e. the auditor's office. Can we
expect that full cooperation from you when the auditor comes
out to do an audit?

ROBERT HOUSTON: They' re out there now and they' re getting
our full c ooperation and they' ll continue to get our full
cooperat i o n . Ye s .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: There were some problems there and I
think maybe if w e'd got into them sooner we would have
seen...not had the problem we had in the surplus department.
And I was concerned about that also because the lady who
actually embezzled the money was the only...had the
(inaudible) out there and she had to have some supervisors
that weren't doing their job either if she could get by with
that. And tha t w a s completely put a side and t hat' s
concerning. Thank you. I appreciate your forwardness and
your being honest with me.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Thank you, Senator.

SENATOR BOURNE: Thank you. The committee has been joined
by Senator Chambers. Senator Aguilar.

SENATOR AGUILAR: Thank you. Dir ector Houston, we h ear
a lot about the l ack thereof of substance abuse treatment
programs within the correctional center and the e xtensive
waiting list that exists for p eople to take part in the
programs. I guess my question is, do you see any way of
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expanding the treatment program so th at we can get more
people through that and shorten that waiting list up any?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes, and I wished I could give you a more
definitive answer to that. But let me see if I can answer
it this way. You know, there's always a struggle whether we
make something voluntary or involuntary and some inmates
wil l sa y , I ' m g l a d y o u made me do i t . And ot h e r i nm a tes a r e
saying , I wo u l d h a v e p a r t i ci pa t e d more i f I co ul d hav e d one
it on my own. So there's always that struggle. But as far
as utilization of resources, I think we need to develop a
risk assessment instrument so that we identify those people
who have the greatest need for substance abuse. And I also
t h ink t h a t w e n eed t o ki nd o f t ak e a l oo k a t o ur p ar a d i g m as
to where that needs to be delivered. Does it need to be
delivered in the institution? Which I think we do, we need
to be humane and we need to assist people while they' re in
the institution. But can some of those things we do in the
i ns t i t ut i on al so b e d o n e i n t h e c o mmuni t y ? An d I t hi n k by
having a g ood risk assessment that we can reevaluate as to
who has the greatest need and at what p oint i n th eir
incarceration they need to participate in the program. So I
agree w i t h t ha t i n t er e s t a nd h a v i n g w o r ke d t h e h o u s i n g u n i t s
in various ranks it i s frustrating when you have people
s i t t i n g o n a wai t i n g l i s t t o g o o u t bec a u se , you k now, i t
would be better if we could apply that in a more effective
manner so , ye s .

SENATOR AGUILAR: Tha n k y ou .

SENATOR BOURNE: Further questions? Senator Combs.

SENATOR COMBS: Yeah, you asked one question I was going to
ask. The other side of my question besides the substance
abuse was the mental health. I know that that's a big need
also is for the mentally ill to get some improved services
and I know the ombudsmen probably try to work with people on
that issue too and there is a lack of resources. W here do
you see five years from now the department standing as far
as improved mental health and substance abuse treatment? In
other words, this is the situation we have now with these
waiting lists and not enough providers. Where do you see
that situation five years from now under your leadership?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Oh, good. Well, I'd like to give yo u a
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good answer on that and I' ll try. I don't know exactly
where we' re going to be in five years. I can only talk to
the processes that were put in place to try to get fiv e
years out and have quality mental health programs. I think
a lot of how I answered with substance abuse applies here
that we need to make certain that we prioritize those people
that need that program and give them preference in involving
them in the programs. I t hink it's critical that we have
mental health programs for those people that are doing long
periods of time for their situation. But we do need to have
a risk assessment so we apply the limited resources we have
most effectively as we can so, and then to ask for modest
increases where we can justify it.

SENATOR COMBS: Well, and along that line, do you have the
power to look at your infrastructure and cut back in s ome
areas and reallocate resources to other programs rather than
j us t a s k f o r m o r e ?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Ye s .

SENATOR COMBS: I gue s s I ' m t h i n k i n g o f t h e 13 m il l i on t h at
Director Clarke gave back to us last year. You know, that' s
a lot of money in yo ur bu dget that you do n't use and
certainly there's a way to think outside the box. I' ve been
an administrator. Are you lo oking ahead to things, you
know, where even positions...I mean, there are hard
decisions that have to be made. When you' re talking about
g iv ing b ac k 1 3 m i l l i o n b u c k s t h a t ' s a l ot o f t r eat m en t f or
people, you know. A nd I guess if it's on your radar to be
important and make priorities which we ar e prioritizing
people now. I mean , t hat's why there's a waiting list
because the ones that really need it are g etting it. But I
guess where are you with making a commitment to even, no
matter where you have to reallocate and do you ha ve the
power to do that? Do you intend...I guess that's my first
question. Do you intend, do you have a picture in your mind
o f d o i n g a n y t h i n g l i ke t ha t ?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, yes, and we do have the authority to
do that albeit with permission that is granted. But, yes,
we can not only look at whether or not we need to reclassify
staff to that area I think is your question...

SENATOR COMBS: Yeah .
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ROBERT HOUSTON: ...but also as to how we can possibly train
staff, case management staff and other staff, existing staff
that we have to de liver some of the services that are
related to this whether it be in an ed ucation form o r
preparation for mental health programs. Als o, there' s
a...as Steve King just reminded me, that we' re going through
a reorganization. Dr. Cole is providing leadership for that
where we' re looking at how we' re structured to deliver those
resources and I think that's going to be s omething that' s
going to help us, carry us into the future so.

SENATOR COMBS: Okay. Yeah, I like...but I like it, instead
o f t h i n k i n g w e l l , i f you ' l l g i v e u s so me more money we ' l l do
t h is . I l i ke t a ki ng w ha t y o u g o t , m a k i n g l e monade ou t o f
lemons and face, and walk into the pain, and saying we need
this. And by golly, I'm the director and we' re going to get
there by d oing what I...that's where I see you and I think
from what you' re telling me, that's your in tention to be
that kind of director?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes, I think so, and I think the...much
to...whether it be the pleasure or displeasure, I th ink
outside of the Department of Corrections I think the Douglas
County staff will tell you that I'm not afraid of making
c hanges so .

SENATOR COMBS: Okay. Very good. Thank you.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay.

SENATOR BOURNE: Th ank you. Further questions? Sena tor
Chambers.

SENATOR CHAMBERS: Mr. Houston, for the record, did you and
I have a me e t i n g i n m y o f f i c e?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes .

SENATOR CHAMBERS: And did we talk about a number of issues?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes .

SENATOR CHAMBERS: And did I hear yo u to understand t hat
whatever happened in the past was in the past, that you' re
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now in a new position and I'm starting with you with a clean
t ab l e t ?

ROBERT HOUSTON: I had that impression.

S ENATOR CHAMBERS: I l i e d . I ' m k i d d i ng (L a u g h t e r )

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay (Laughter) .

SENATOR CHAMBERS: I c ouldn't let anybody come up when I'm
talking to them wi thout giving them a lit tle bi t of
heartburn but I didn't want it to last too long.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay.

SENATOR CHAMBERS: I heard Senator Pedersen mention the
ombudsman's office and I don't know what all was stated so
I'm not going to have you repeat that or ask you a series of
questions. B u t I' ve been concerned about the fact that the
Legis l a t u r e h a s t o e na c t l aw s w h i c h i n e f f e ct say , i t ' s i n
the law but this time we mean it. There are staff members
in the past who undermine the director, who have caused the
Legislature to feel that corrections people think they don' t
have to r espect the L egislature or the statutes. So I'm
going to make a statement here because you' re the top man
and I d on't know if anybody in the room is from out there,
but I'm not going to go through that anymore. I have three
years left. My patience is at the point where I have none.
When the law is clear and we say that the ombudsman's office
is to get this information. If they come to me and say that
t hey d i d n ' t g et i t , I ' m go i n g t o co me d i r e c t l y t o y ou . And
it's going to b e u p to you to deal with the people under
you. I mention because I don't brag. I ' ve come through
some of the l ower levels of things. The lowest branch of
the military is the Army. The lowest division of the A rmy
is the infantry and the l owest level of infantrymen is
riflemen. The lowest MOS as they call it, 111, my MOS was
111. I was a rifl eman i n th e infantry in the Army so
e verybody was a bov e m e, eve r yb o dy. The ser g ea n t wou l d
always say and I'm sure every sergeant said it because when
we went from basic to advanced, infantry training was t he
same thing. You make my job easy for me and your job is
easy for you but you can never make my job h arder for m e
than I can make yours for you. It's up to you to determine
how much grief underlings are going to bring to you. And
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the law is cle ar on what the om budsman's authority is
because I was instrumental in helping to create the position
of ombudsman for corrections. Since we' re starting all
things new, you know, underlings can know that too that I
have no patience. A nd I'm going to bring the heat to bear
because the ombudsman's office handles a lot of issues that
we just d on't have the time to deal with and that's why we
created the office and gave that authority. An d no l awyer
with the corrections department is g oing t o an nul the
statutes. And if I have to bring another bill to s a y in
effect the same tning we' ve said before but this time I mean
it, nobody can make my job harder for me than I can make
theirs. And I just want everything to be o pen and a bove
board. I'm not making any allegations or accusations
against you because you' re just starting. But I thi nk
you' re entitled to know what my position is. If people want
to be nice to me, nobody can be nicer to me than I' ll be to
them but if they want to challenge me and see how hard they
can m ak e i t , t hen we ' l l se e who s e h ead w i l l ro l l f i r st .
T hat ' s a l l t h at I wou l d ha v e . Tha n k y o u .

ROBERT HOUSTON: I understand. Thank you.

SENATOR CHAMBERS: Oh, and by the way, didn't I ma k e it
clear t o yo u t ha t no t on l y wou l d I no t opp os e y our
appointment but that I would support it?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Th a n k y ou .

SENATOR CHAMBERS: And I'm making that clear on the record.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Th a n k y ou .

SENATOR CHAMBERS: O ka y .

SENATOR BOURNE: Thank you. Fur ther questions? Senator
Pedersen.

S ENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Than k you . Th ank yo u , Sen a t o r
Bourne. And this will be my last few questions for Director
Houston. You do suppor more programming, don't you, to try
and get p e o p l e o u t s oo n e r ?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes, in fact, that's how I star ted my
career was in programming.
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SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Ar e yo u awa re an d I ' m sur e yo u a r e ,
but I'm going to talk about it just a little bit about how
many people are being held up from getting to the Parole
Board because of programming?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yes, I know there are people that are, yes.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: And we could get more people out with
that. Are you also aware that we need some more consistency
between institutions and I' ll give you an example. I jus t
finished three programs in a row at LCC , the Lincoln
Correctional Center. I 'm transferred to the Omah a
Correctional Center. I get a new caseworker and the
caseworker says, you' re going to go back to one, you have to
do this, this, and this before I' ll support you to go to the
Parole Board. Do you believe something can be done to make
that more consistent? Are you aware that that does happen?

ROBERT HOUSTON: That does happen, yes, once they go from
i ns t i t ut i on t o i nst i t u t i on . They g et a new c a s e manager a n d
sometimes the case manager looks at the same information and
comes to different conclusions. That is something that we
need to do a better job of working towards.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: An d it happened mostly between some
of them institutions because I see o ften the i nmate has
worked his way up through the ladder and get to transfer to
the minimum security facility and they come halfway down and
do all them steps again.

ROBERT HOUSTON: I want to revisit one part y o u talked
about. I indi cated earlier that we have to look at
processes. One thing that we have in our process is to how
we do evaluations before people move into the community.
We' re reassessing how w e do th a t so th at w e' re more
efficient at t hat and line it up with the date of their
release rather than the day they applied for that. So, yes,
there's a lot of work we can do in that area. Yes, we need
to be more efficient and yes, we n eed to have more
consistency between the institutions as fa r as holding
inmates accountable for their program.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: How about with employees? I mean, I
haven't talked much about employees. But there's a lot of
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employees that feel like they' ve been really abused by
working for the Department of Corrections. And some of that
has been through administration and wardens and assistant
wardens. And how do you feel about employees in general?

R OBERT HOUSTON: Well, I can give you a statistic from m y
time at the Douglas County Department of Corrections. We
went from 104 staff disciplinary cases to 16 in the course
of one year and the way we were able to do that is to take a
look at our processes and take a look at those hearings and
make certain that we do...we get good reports, that we do
good investigations, and that we do everything we can to
w ork with staff, resolve conflict before it comes to
disciplinary. And out of that process it makes for much
better relationships between the employees and those times
t hat y ou do hav e t o b r i ng d i sc i p l i n e t hat i t ' s b eca u s e y o u
r eal l y ha v e t o .

S ENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: You h a d s o me ve r y g oo d exp er i e n c e
w ith wo rk i n g wi t h t he un i o n i n D o u g l a s County . The un i o n s
in the Department of Corrections aren't quite as strong so
they' re a little bit e asier to roll over. But you' re
willing to work with the unions and they' re an asset, a real
asset to a good employee?

ROBERT HOUSTON: I think that the union contracts are there
for a very good reason. That reflects the negotiations and
r ef l e c t s t he i n t e n t o f t he un i on an d man a gement t o have
rules by w hich both can live t o a nd I think it's an
important role.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: I only have two small i ssues, not
small issues, but things...I would like to know, there's two
statements that are often made, Smart on Crime and Tough on
Crime. Which side would you come down on?

ROBERT HOUSTON: Smart on Crime and Tough on Crime? Well, I
think that at all times we need to be Smart on Crime . I
think that they' re...one of the reasons we' re going to the
research basis is to be more measured in what our responses
are to the inmate population and I would think that would be
true of other aspects of the criminal justice system that we
be smart about how we do things so that we' re effective and
it has the measured response that we need.
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SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: And the reason I ask that kind of a
question is that the perception to me has been at least
using the report that the department sends out ev ery y ear
that, or every month or every six weeks or whatever it is
that they send out. B ut when they' re out talking to t he
public and it's from the d irector on down, that we talk
about the part one offenses, the violent criminals, which
out of over 4 ,000 inmates today we have only 298 of them.
And yet we put all the emphasis on this is what we go t a
whole prison full of i nstead of, you know, we have over
2,000 of them that are minimum in there for minor offenses.
And that's one o f the areas that I would like to see the
department work on instead of scaring people into do we need
all this super maximum because everybody o ut there is a
rapist, a pedophile, and a murderer that we don' t...we have
a lo t o f peo p l e o u t th er e t o o t ha t j ust ne e d s o me he lp a n d a
r es t a r t .

ROBERT HOUSTON: Right. And one of the things that those
statistics don't reflect is t hat i ndicates what their
current crime is. Of those individuals who are not in those
types of charges they may have had that in their background.
One of t h e t h i n g s t ha t , wh e n I we n t t o Do u g l a s C o unt y i s I
walked around, a lot of inmates knew me. Well, they were in
on minor offenses. However, I knew them from the
penitentiary in years gone by an d so as we lo ok at
classification, we look at those statistics, we also have to
keep in mind that even though their present offense may be
minor, their history could have been something that's a
serious threat to the public and we have to dial that into
our classification scoring.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: One last question. You' ve mentioned
a little earlier, LB 677 which is my priority bill and we' ll
probably be hearing it on the floor in the next couple of
weeks. It's got three major parts into it. One of them is
t he dep u t y sh er i f f s t hat you n o w h a ve , I t h i n k , t wo o f or
three? I'm not...I think it's just...

ROBERT HOUSTON: Yeah, two.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: You ha v e two. And one is the
administrative confinement and the other one is the study
that we'd like the university to do. Where do you come down
on the deputy sheriffs?
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ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, first of all, as I understand it, and
I was with the department when we were formulating that was
that there was a belief that we were trying to ge t around
t he l aw . I read so me of the te stimonies and I
certainly...that was never part of the discussions that I
was involved with when I was with the department in creating
these two positions. A nd I guess Senator Combs asked for
personal commitments. I personally commit that I would come
back to this committee and let you know, before I created
any more of those positions. We have a lot of laws on the
books that need to be enforced and by having law enforcement
resources, it's critical that we have those and whether that
be in the form of a deputy sheriff or full-time State Patrol
within the department and so forth, our interest is is to
have law enforcement resources available for us. One of the
things I th ink that there would be an interest with the
deputy sheriffs that we have. Also, we have other law
enforcement officers that provide transportation that would
be affected by any change in this. But if we need to more
clearly outline in our policies as to how they do their job,
we c an certainly clarify that in ou r p olicies and
procedures. So I guess that's where I'm at. Ny interest
again is to have law e nforcement staff full-time and
available because of the magnitude of the number of people
t hat we h av e and t he t ype o f i ssu es w e h a v e i ns i d e o f
maximum security prisons. As far as the study is concerned,
we support anything that especially, I mean, I' ve been with
UNO criminal justice department for 20 years. I'm a
graduate twice of the programs and so the people that you' re
t a l k i n g a b ou t w i t h t he s t u d y ar e p eop l e t h at I ' v e know n
since graduate school. And so to allocate resources to come
in and study aspects of our operations, we welcome that.
And also we have available to us resources through the
National Institute of Corrections that could be joined with
t hat so that there are people that are specialists in th e
areas that that study would concentrate in that could help
if UNO became the vendor to help them in their search. A s
far as the administrative confinement is concerned, a lot
of...I think that the real thing comes down, if I could tell
a story, is is that we have an inmate on the yard and he' s
got a b loody nose, a blackened eye, and somebody over in
another housing unit that has a scraped knuckle and nobody' s
talking. That situation is not over. I was a warden,
deputy warden, up through the ranks running housing units.
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T hose situations just don't go away. Wh at's also in th e
inmate culture is, you don't tell on other inmates. What' s
also in the inmate culture is, if you' re given a lot of time
you can't take the indignity of having been assaulted and so
i t's a heck of a conflict for the inmate to be o n a yar d
where he's around 1,100 other people and he gets assaulted
whether that be because of something he did prior to that or
just because of who he is. Now part of the culture is, he
can't tell on s omebody else but at the same time in that
same culture is, he can't take the indignity especially if
he's going to be there for several years. And so staffer
tasks to very carefully to go through the reports and to
make decisions as to how we protect people and how we take
those people that are predatory and separate them from the
population. I indicated earlier that we dropped assaults
severely or dramatically with the Douglas County Department
of Corrections by forming administrative confinement. What
w e found was it wasn't so much that we were locking up th e
right people because we weren't locking up great numbers. I
mean, I think when I left we only had a dozen or so out of a
population of 1,300 on administrative confinement. But what
it was was we made t hings safer for the inmates and by
making it safer for the inmates it's kind o f an unspoken
contract that we have with the inmate population. You keep
us safe and we won't cause you problems and we w on't form
gangs and we won't form protection areas. What I'm afraid
of with administrative confinement is is that if it becomes
r est r i c t i v e t he guy wi t h t he bl o o d y n o se , w ha t d o w e d o at
this point? We know what we do now. At the end of the day
we want everybody to be safe. But I think the interest that
you get to that I talked about earlier is, once you get them
there, okay, now what are you going to do to step them down?
What are you going to do to make certain you have programs
for them? And I think that's an area of mutual concern that
w e can work t o w a r d s .

S ENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Now LB 677 does no t do away wit h
administrative confinement.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, no, but what it does is it asks for
clear and convincing evidence and that's a sta ndard that
would take a lot o f resources to get to to have clear and
convincing evidence. And in the st ory t hat I just
indicated, it would be what types of information do we need
along the line to get to that threshold where we could then
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separate those two inmates from each other? Because we know
that situation is not over, that there's going to be either
predatory behavior that's going to follow, an assault that' s
going to follow whether it be a d a y or two days l ater.
There's going to b e retaliation in some way. The inmates
will even tell you, you better get so and so off the yard.
The inmates know that we need to have the ability to put
people on protective custody and a lso o n ad ministrative
c onf i n ement .

SENATOR Dw . PE D ERSEN: I ' m ho p i n g t ha t t ha t wo n ' t
(inaudible), I mean, make that as guidelines to the use o f
instead of i n any way, tying your hands so much. But we
need to do sometime because I mean it's obviously just...in
the past it's been put them in there and forget them.

ROBERT HOUSTON: Well, you know, and I think you have a good
interest t.here. In fact, when I first came as director a
few weeks ago, James Davis had contacted me about somebody
who was i n ad ministrative confinement and awaiting the
d ecis i o n b u t be i n g he l d b e y ond h i s t i m e. And I t h i n k w e h a d
that person off within a couple of hours or at least t he
next day. And so, you know, I don't want inmates to be...to
not be held when they need to be held and I don't want them
held one minute beyond where they need to be held. I t's a
precious resource and we don't have an interest in keeping
people in there for very long.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: I want to als o say as Sen ator
Chambers did that I have, you know, publicly that I am going
to support you and I' ve told you that personally. And hope
that we can be cooperative in what we' re trying to d o for
the state of Nebraska and not be adversaries. Thank you for
your .

ROBERT HOUSTON: Tha n k y ou .

SENATOR BOURNE:
n one, t h a n k y o u .

ROBERT HOUSTON: Okay. Thank you very much.

SENATOR BOURNE: I' ll poll the audience one last time. Are
there any here that wish to testify in support? Any wishing
to testify in op position? Any neutral testifiers? That

Thank you. Further questions? Seeing
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will conclude the confirmation for Mr. Houston. Senat or
Landis to open on L R 76. Whil e s he's making her way
f orward, are there members of the audience that wish t o
speak in support of this resolution? If you could your
hands up. I see three. Those in opposition? I see none.
Whenever you' re ready. Welcome. (See also Exhibits 2, 3)

LR 7 6

LAUREL MARSH: (Exh ibit 4) Hello, and my name is Laurel
Marsh. That's spelled M-a-r-s-h. I'm here today on behalf
of Senator David Landis who is the principal introducer of
LR 76. Last summer, two representatives of the Go vernor' s
Youth Advisory Council contacted Dave's office. The group
works to give the governor their perspective on selected
subjects as young adults in Nebraska. They also learn how
to contact and work wi th the le gislative and executive
branches of government. Dave ag reed to introduce LR 76
because of the group's commitment and consider himself to be
their conduit to the Legislature for this subject. LR 76
addresses foster care in Nebraska through the eyes of the
f oster child. What s hould a child i n fo ster care i n
Nebraska expect? And if you would look specifically at a
portion of the fourth item in th e re solution, it s tates
every child in f oster care in Nebraska should receive an
explanation appropriate to the age of the child as to why he
or she has been placed in custody. Kids deserve to know in
an age appropriate way what's going to happen to them and
why. T h e list of items in LR 76 basically reflects the
respect with which our youngest citizens should be treated.
And I will turn this over now to members of the Governor' s
Youth Advisory Council so t hey can share with your their
views.

SENATOR BOURNE: Thank yo u . Are ther e que stions f or
Ms. Marsh first? Seeing none, thank you. First testifier
i n suppor t . And I f or g ot t o a nn o unce a t t h e b e g i n n i n g , you
d id s i g n i n ?

I SHMA VALENTI : Ye s .

SENATOR BOURNE: Okay, perfect. And then if you would just
go ahead and sit down. If you would then state your n a me
and spell it for the record. Thank you.
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ISHMA VALENTI: It 's Ishma Valenti, I-s-h-m-a. Last name
V-a-1-e-n-t-i. And I'm a member of the Governor's Youth
Advisory Council. A nd I would just like to first give you
a s a little background of the resolution 76 started in th e
Governor's Youth Advisory Council as a foster care bill of
rights. We were just going for the grand slam. And we are
a council that looks at issues that affect youth and we look
at bills and resolutions. And we write opinions and give
our pros and cons and then we present this to senators and
as well as the governor. And we decided that it's time that
we just wanted to make our own bill, wanted to share really
our own voice and really get something together that really,
really we' re passionate about. So we came together and we
came up w ith this foster care bill of rights drafted by
Michaela Dahlke (phonetic). She isn't present today but
she's also a member of. the Foster Youth Council. And what
we did i s we . . . t h e G overno r ' s Ad v i s o r y Co unc i l as we l l as
the Foster Youth Council combined their forces and made
subcommittees and really, really got response from youth
around the s tate and we got our counselors together and we
made sure that we' re going over the right things and to make
s ure that this bill would be adequate to the needs of al l
the foster care children. Now if you go through this bill,
we see that there's a lot of things that j ust l ook l ike
commonsense things that are already assured that we would
think. But these are just things that we almost take for
granted and so w hat we wanted to do on March 21 we had a
luncheon with senators and we t old them our id eas a nd
everything. And then as well as Michaela Dahlke (phonetic)
and I went to Senator Landis which we had alr eady had it
connect through Laurel Marsh because she h elped us out
tremendously through our meetings of subcommittees and
things to tell us the procedures to go through. And then we
met with Senator Landis and he explained to us that we had a
good idea but to use a quote from him, he said, "We don' t
want to lie to kids anymore." We know that th e state
doesn't have the r esources and the funds right now or the
t.ime to adequately take care of this as we see it. A nd so
what he s uggested was to make a resolution that would work
towards these goals. We want to work towards these goals
and not hold someone accountable or punish someone but to
actually work towards the goals so that the legislators and
the citizens of th e state can understand that there is a
problem and that the foster care...where the foster care
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system is at right now isn't adequate. Again, we don't want
to hold anyone accountable but we want to bring it to the
attention to everyone that there needs to be changes which
are all stated in the resolution. As well as how we' ve both
worked with foster care councils as well as citizens like we
brought out surveys and things. We have a lot of input from
a lot of different directions on this. We' ve worked very,
very, very hard and like, again, not right now we don't want
to cost the state any money. We' re not trying to pressure
t he s t a te i n t o f und i ng t hi ng s o r pu n i s h i n g a nyone on t h e
judicial level but we just want the awareness and the goals
to be brought to the attention. So we want the state to
work towards these goals and t hat's exactly what this
r esol u t i o n d o e s .

SENATOR BOURNE: Than k you. Are there questions for
Mr. Valenti? S e e none, thank you. We appreciate your
testimony.

I SHMA VALENTI : Th ank yo u .

SENATOR BOURNE: And your hard work on the resolution.

I SHMA VALENTI : Than k yo u .

SENATOR BOURNE: Appreciate it. Next testifier in support?

GLORYANNA RE N SHAW: My name i s G loryanna Renshaw,
R-e-n-s-h-a-w. And I am a member of the Youth Initiative
program. A l ittle bit about us, we did team up with the
Governor Advisory Board and for my part as a former foster
ward of 13 years, the foster youth initiative, basically our
role in this resolution is everything that we have been
through, everything that our trials and our triumphs and
stuff like that, this is exactly what we needed from the
state. Some of it we did get. Some of it we didn' t. But
as a former foster child, this is...everyone has rights.
You go to work, you have employee rights. You' re a citizen,
you have rights. In the state of Nebraska, when it comes to
foster kids, our voices aren't necessarily heard as loud as
our judges or our case managers. I just want to point out a
few places in here where I personally have felt hardship and
triumph. It says, whereas every child in foster care in
Nebraska should have a placement plan that r eflects the
child's best interest and that is designed to facilitate the
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child's return home in a timely manner or a permanent
placement appropriate to the n eeds of the child. I was
12 years old and I had a caseworker, and I was ha ving a
really hard time. I was a young girl, didn't know my mom,
wanted to know her. And I had absolutely no connection and
I f e l t l i ke I was j u st l ost . And so I r an aw a y f r o m my
foster home and I was gone for two weeks. An d because my
caseworker didn't know me, she went into court and she said
that I was doing fine. Well, at that time, living in a
local park at 12 years old wasn't really fine. So that was
really hard and it was...I didn't know what to do. I didn' t
know to say, hey, I need help. I want a mom and I do n' t
have it . I didn't have a caseworker I could turn to. On
t he o t he r h a nd , t h o u gh , I d i d g et a l o t o f h el p f r o m my l a s t
c aseworker, Sarah Bayh (phonetic) . I wo uld cry a l l th e
time. I'm a very emotional person and she always gave me
t he support in things that I need. An d I wanted to say
something about this resolution is that my caseworker,
Sarah, always told me as a former ward that I got t o giv e
back what she gave me. And in her own words, I want this to
b e a han d - u p , no t a ha nd - o ut t o c asew o r k e r s wh o h a v e
struggled to help me, who have helped other foster kids.
And I th ink i t's extremely important that this is...we' re
not asking for money, we' re n ot asking for anyone to be
punished. This i s not a punishment. This is rights for
youth who don't have the means of getting it for themselves
as well as giving help to state workers and other agencies
in which we can work together and form a voice of connection
pretty much. And I just really wanted to stress that this
is not punishment.

SENATOR BOURNE: Than k you. Are there qu estions for
Ns. Renshaw? S e n a t o r F o le y .

SENATOR FOLEY: Did I understand you to say that you wer e
living in a park at a time when your caseworker was in court
testifying...

G LORYANNA RENSHAW: Y e a h .

SENATOR F OLEY: ...that everything was fine with your care
a nd so f or t h?

GLORYANNA RENSHAW: Yeah, she was a new caseworker at the
time or sh e ha d just gotten my case. And she just looked
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over the notes and there was nothing in it stating that I
wasn't at my foster home and...

SENATOR FOLEY: How long were you living in the park before
she realized that everything was not fine?

GLORYANNA RENSHAW: Two weeks until I went to sc hool. I
w ent t o s c h oo l a n d I w a s j u st s ad a n d d e p r e ssed and I d i dn ' t
know how to v o i c e i t so I d i d o t he r t h i n g s t o vo i ce my a n ger
and sorrow and basically I just, I had to go to my school
a nd I had to tell them that this wasn't working, that I
can't do it anymore.

SENATOR FOLEY: Th a n k yo u .

SENATOR BOURNE: Furt her questions? So, Ms. Renshaw, so
what I hear you sa y is that y our i dea i s that t h is
resolution would go t o ca seworkers just to kind of raise
awareness of what you or a foster kid is going through. I s
that what this...your intent is?

GLORYANNA RENSHAW: That and I kno w that like a lot of
foster kids feel like they don't have a voice. I felt like
it many times but I want people to...I don't want this to be
looked at oh, foster kids are fighting back and we want to
get y o u o r an yt h i n g . I t ' s no t abo u t t ha t . I wan t i t t o be
raised as aw areness but a t the same time I want it to be
taken seriously. I don't want it just to be one of t hose,
you know, and I know they have a lot of training processes
t hat t h e y g o t h r ou g h. I do n ' t wan t i t t o be som e t h i ng t ha t
they go, oh, okay, and then put it aside. I want this to be
our voice. I want it to be our experience because that' s
what i t wa s . We sp e n t s o much t i me , y o u k no w , al l o f u s
across the state spent so much time and had to rehash, you
know, painful and happy things that have happened to us and
things that w e we re gr ateful for and things that we felt
that we didn't get. I want this t o be li ke very much
a...this is our voice, and I want to be taken seriously. I
don't even know how to say it other than that.

SENATOR BOURNE: I can't tell by looking at you. Are you
still in the foster care system? I don' t...okay.

GLORYANNA RENSHAW: No. I am now 20 and...
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SENATOR BOURNE: Okay, I'm sorry (Laugh) . I couldn't tell
i f y o u we r e . . .

GLORYANNA RENSHAW: (Laugh) It's all right. I am now 20 and
I am a former ward and I'm or. the Brighter Tomorrow Youth
Initiative. And my caseworker was...my last caseworker was
the most inspiring to me. S he was just amazing and every
time I called and needed help she was there for me and she
showed me what I think all caseworkers initially set out to
be is someone to be there, to answer the phone, to, you
know, to come out and see you. My mom, I was waiting for
her to come back from the military. S h e was stationed in
Saudi A r a b i a . I wa s i n a g r ou p h ome I d i d no t l i ke . I t was
hard, it was stressful. I had finally found a mother who
loved me, you know, and I worried. I was scared to death.
Is she coming back? I would call Sarah 24 hours a day as
much as I cou l d . Am I wor t h h e r c o m ing b a ck ? I s sh e f or
real going to come back to me? And Sarah was always yes,
and I look at Sarah as the type of person that...my favorite
poem is Footprints in the Sand and basically, you know, when
I couldn't walk Sarah was the one to carry me. And through
the system I' ve had a lot o f ha rdships and for my last
caseworker to carry me so far as she did it wa s a mazing.
And I k now that a lot of caseworkers come into it as that.
They want to help young kids; they want to be th ere for
them. And I understand that they get tied down with so
much, do...so many kids, so many, you know, appointments, so
many court hearings, so many case files they have to review.
And sometimes with all that pressure and animosity going on
that it's very easy to fall. It is very easy to think that
you talked to someone and you didn' t. You know what I mean?
I just...so I know that they set out to be a good person to
help us. I just think that sometimes us little people get a
little quiet a little too often.

SENATOR BOURNE: Do you think the system...you' re 20 and
8 years later, do you think the system has made strides so
that...I mean, the thought of a 12...my little boy is 12 and
t he t ho u gh t o f h i m s l eep i n g i n a p ar k i s unb e l i ev a b l e . Do
y ou think that the system is better now as you sit here
eight years later or are we...have we moved forward?

GI.ORYANNA RENSHAW: As we do move forward, I do see it
getting a lot better and I have never been so proud to say
that I'm a former ward due to the fact of my youth council.



Transcript Prepared by the Clerk of the Legislature
Transcriber's Office

LR 76Committee o n J ud i c i a r y
M ay 10 , 2 00 5
Page 31

We are former ward and current foster wards. W e t ake time
with you guys and w e take t ime with other senators and
legislators and they listen to us. And I have never felt so
proud to, you know, actually be a foster kid for the f irst
time in my life. You know, it was always foster kid. Oh,
taboo, you know what I mean? And right now it ha s go tten
a lot better because there are people willing to listen and
not so much shove us under the rug or think that they talked
t o u s a n d d i d n ' t .

SENATOR BOURNE: Gotcha. Further questions for Ms. Renshaw?
Seeing none, thank you. Appreciate you taking the time to
c ome in t o d a y .

GLORYANNA RENSHAW: T h a n k y ou .

SENATOR BOURNE: Ms . S titt, how a re you going to add to
t h i s ?

CAROL STITT : (Exh i b i t 5 ) I do n ' t hav e m uc h t o ad d . I j us t
have a f ew numbers (Laugh) . I'm Carol Stitt, the director
of the Foster Care Review Board and we' re certainly in
support of this resolution. There's a big problem with
inadequate placements for children in out-of-home care and
as you heard very well, it c auses a wh ole cascade of
problems. I think we' re also very concerned about some of
the contracts and the lack of services the youth receive as
a result of state, you know, contracting for services and
not necessarily monitoring those. And we have a tremendous
need for a prevention system in our state. We now have
6,200 children in o ut-of-home care. It 's at an all-time
h igh . And wi t h t he p r ob l e ms w i t h m e t h w e j u st k eep h av i ng
children come in of all ages. So that's really all I have
to say to you. We' re in support of the resolution and thank
you very much for your time.

SENATOR BOURNE: Thank you. Are there questions? S enat or
Pedersen .

SENATOR Dw. PED ERSEN: T hank you , Se na t or Bou r n e.
Ms. Stitt, just to help me with the verbiage. Fos ter car e
kids can be i n other places besides foster care homes, is
t ha t t r ue ?

CAROL STITT: Right. Right. Group homes...
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SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Th is would go on to them people who
are providing private placement institutions...

CAROL STITT : Ri g ht .

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: ...and all of them.

CAROL STITT: R ight.

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: Ye s . Th ank you .

CAROL STITT : Ye s .

SENATOR BOURNE: Further questions? Seeing none, thank you.

CAROL STITT: Yes. There is testimony here.

S ENATOR BOURNE: Thank you. We ' ll have that h anded o u t .
Other testifiers in s upport? Test ifiers in opposition?
Testifiers neutral? Th a t will conclude the h earing on
Legislative Resolution and the hearing for this lunch
hour. Do we have a motion to go i nto a quick e xecutive
session?

SENATOR Dw. PEDERSEN: I don't think we have enough people,
do we?


